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The building of Wicker Memorial Park, in the late 1920's is 
a tribute to the era in which it was constructed. For us, living 
in an age of the red tape of mmicipal, state and federal regulations, 
it is hard to con_rehend how a park, using two hundred and forty 
acres of prime property in a hubbub of industry, could be conceived, 
planned, built and dedicated within two years, with the President 
of the United States doing the dedicating. But the twenties more 
than any other decade in this century, was the age of the business- 


man and what the businessman wanted, the businessman usually got. 


It was a group of prominent businessmen from the cities of 
East Chicago, Whiting and Hammond, recruited by A. Murray Tumer, 
chairman of the Hammond Park Board, who formed a group called the _ 
Patrons of Wicker Park. + 


These men, typical of the movers and shakers of the twenties 
era, took the bull by the hom and were responsible for the beautiful 
and functional park we enjoy today. They ignored mmicipal Lines, 
and with funds subscribed by themselves, proceeded to purchase the 
most desirable tract of land available. A short time later, these 
same men assessed themselves additional amounts for the development 


of the park. 


This paper will attempt to give a history of Wicker Park by 
looking at the men who were responsible for its building, and 


lpance Trusty, Town on the Ridge: A History of Munster, 
Indiana (Hammond: The Regional Studies Institute Purdue 
University Calumet; 1982) p. 25. 
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tracing from start to finish, or you may say from dream to dedica- 


tion, how they accomplished such a monumental task. 


When speaking about the men who built Wicker Memorial Park, 
it has to be said that A. Murray Turmer, more than anyone else, be 
given the largest amount of credit. Mr. Tumer was the "dean" of 
the Calumet bankers, a builder of financial institutions, builder of 
Northem Indiana's finest bank and office building, and most impor- 
tant of all for this paper's purpose, builder of parks. 


In 1925, Mr. Turner was the head of the Hammond Park Board 
at a salary of one dollar yearly. His financial genius was 
demonstrated by the fact that he was able to build a park system ag 
for the City of Hammond with virtually "'no fanaa’, His peeren 
in the extension of the public parks of Hammond, and the Calumee 
Region as a whole, proved to have "'a survival value cummulative as 
the years multiply". His greatest achievement as a builder of 
parks, was Wicker Memorial Park. 


As stated above, Mr. Turner recruited local businessmen to 


assist him in achieving that goal. These men were:° 
. Willaim Alhorn E. C. Minas 
G. J. Bader W. J. Riley 
3 
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F. S. Betz Walter Schrage 


H. P. Conkey Fred J. Smith 
George Hannauer C. L. Surprise 
Carl Kaufman A. H. Tapper 
R. H. McHie Leo Wolf 

P. W. Meyn 


There was a very good reason Mr. Turner chose these men to help 
him achieve his goal. These men, in their om right, were not only 
influential but accustomed to accomplishing difficult goals. To get a 
clearer understanding of their worth, let us examine the accomplishments 


of a few of these men. 


A number of these men were manufacturers and merchants. Frank 
S. Betz had been a manufacturer of surgical instruments.’ Since _the. sale 
of his plant in the mid-twenties, he had been very active’ in the civic life 
of Hammond. H. P. Conkey was the owner and founder of Conkey Printing 
and Bookbinding Company, the largest of its kind in the world.® £. c. 
Minas was a prominent Hanmondmerchant and founder of Mina's Department 


Store. 9 


Mr. Turner also recruited menwhowere leaders in the financial 
world. P.W. Meyn was the creator of the First Trust and Savings Bank, 
one of the largest financial institutions in the point of assets in 
Indiana.l9 Walter Schrage was the founder of the Bank of Whiting and was 
also a former mayor of Whiting. 
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R. H. McHie was an excellent choice by Mr. Tumer as one of his 
patrons. McHie was the secretary of the publishing company that printed 
the Lake County Times. This publication was owned and operated by his 


brother, Sidmon McHie. Le 


It was very beneficial to ‘.ave the Lake County 
Times behind the Wicker Park project, for every step in the building, from 
inception to dedication, was given front page headlines, and favorable 


articles. 


Probably the most influential man selected by A. Murray Tumer as 
a member of his Patrons of Wicker Park, was Colonel Walter J. Riley. Mr. 
Riley was one of the most widely ‘eta and had a more formative influence 
on the affairs of the Calumet Region than any other perosn of his era. 13 
He was a financier, builder, manufacturer and real estate genius “who got 
his start in East Chicago. His extensive real estate operations were — 
largely responsible for developing the Southeastern part of that city. 
When talking about Colonel Riley, Cannon, Robb, and Loring stated, 
“Every movement that has meant for the advancement of this commmity and 
its citizens, has claimed the individual, personal and financial support 


of Colonel Rile n 4 


It can be seen from the discussion of a few of the men chosen 
to help get a township park built and their various backgrounds, A. 
Murray Turner chose wisely and well. He chose men who were respected 


in their commmities, who contributed much to their towns, and most 
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important of all were very able to complete whatever they set out to 
accomplish. These were the kind of men needed to undertake the ambitious 


Wicker Park project. 


The discussion above, presented men responsible for the beginning 
of Wicker Park. Why did these men feel that there was such a great 
need for a township park? Let us look at the Calumet Region in the 
twenties. The Region was a panorama of industry, the home of the 
world's largest refinery, the world's largest chemical company, and 
the world's largest bookbinding and printing company. It was also 
the home of American Steel Foundries, Inland Steel, Republic Steel, 
and Youngstown Sheet and Tube. The Region was also a railroad center, 
with companies such as Standard Steel Car of Hammond, ia General 
American Car Company of East Chicago. Along with these raided. 
manufacturers, were many supply companies that supported that 
industry. Besides the companies listed above, there were hundreds 
of other manufacturing plants located in the Region. 16 


Because the Region was home to so much industry, there was 
a highly concentrated population in its cities, particularly, Whiting, 
Hammond and East Chicago. : 


In 1925, there was over one hundred and fifty thousand people 
in these three cities of the Calumet Region. The largest park in 


l6qhe Lake County Times, June 14, 1927. 


the township, at the time did not exceed twenty five acres and the 
total park area amounted to only about six acres to every one 


thousand people. 17 


The patrons felt it was extremely important that the youth of 
the township had room for play and where the adults of the Region, 
who toiled hard during their work week, had a place for healthful 


recreation. They were dedicated to that purpose. 18 


It is interesting to note, that these sixteen influential 
businessmen and commmity leaders felt that one day Hammond, East 
Chicago, Whiting, Mumster and Highland would one day be one large he 
city. In their report they stated: 'It is generally pelices that 
the five mmicipalities eventually will be merged into one great~™ 


manufacturing city". 19 


They might have been wrong about the concept of one manufac- 
turing city, but they were not wrong when they stated that the 
available space for recreation was fast disappearing. Something had 


to be done about it.29 


/ 


Once the men determined a need for the park, they had to find 
a location. What was North Township and its group of industrial 
cities like in 1925? North of the Grand Calumet River was the 
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industrial section surrounded by its workingman's district. The 
only open territory in this area was a series of ridges and sloughs. 
Surrounding these open spaces were factories and a tangle of switch 
tracks. There was no place available for a park of any considerable 
size. The land that was there was going for three to four thousand 
dollars an acre.2/ It was prime industrial property. 


It was obvious to Turner that he would have to look south of 
the Calumet River for a large, affordable parce of land, and mmicipal 


lines would have to be ignored. 2 


The cities were fast encroaching on the open territory. Large 
areas had been subdivided and were being sold for fifteen hundred to 
twenty-five hundred dollars an acre.23 Timer saw that the rapidly 
increasing prices, in the locality suitable for his plans made it 
necessary to buy the 153 acre parcel belonging to Mary Wicker, as soon 
as possible. Part of the land was wooded and part open land.24 the 
boy scouts were using part of the land called "Camp Wicker''. He also 
wanted to buy an adjoining seventy-five acres owned by Herman Meeter, 


Gerrit Weis, Mary Klootwyk and thera = . 
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In 1923, John Kraay, a prominent Mmster citizen had offered a piece 
of land along the river to the town of Mmster for a park if the other 
property owners in the area would do the same. Neither they nor the 
townboard chose to act on this offer and nothing came of Kraay's offer. 26 


The land these men purchased with five thousand dollars of their own 
money, was ideally suited for their purpose,”” It was beside the extension 
of Forsythe Avenue, the exact North-South center of the township, 
Indianapolis Boulevard, and easily accessible from all of the population 
centers of the tmabip? The land had a natural beauty that was a 
stark contrast to the smoke-clouded Calumet Region. In their report, the 


patrons described the property this way: 


aa 


On the west and north it has three fourths of a mile 
of rumning water front. About half of the park is” 
covered with a luxuriant native growth of timber. 
The other half és rich prairie, ideally suited for 
park purposes. 2 


Once the men purchased the land, they moved swiftly to develop 
it. On August 27, 1925, A. Murray Tumer was appointed superintendent 
of the development of the Wicker Park Project by the Patrons of Wicker - 
Park. / 
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At this same meeting, they each consented to an assessment of 
two thousand dollars to develop the park. The patrons were so convinced 
that the move was a sound one, that they had no hesitancy in spending 
their own money to get the development underway before transferring it to 
the township. 31 

By October 15, 1925, complete possession of all the property needed 
for the park was obtained. Below is a list of the property sellers and 


the amount they received: 32 


Carrie M. Wicker et al. $40,000.00 
Leonard Weis 6,000.00 
Gerritt Wiers 6,500.00 
J.J. Wiltjer 3,700.00 
Harry Holmes 4,458.00 
Herman Meeter 7,500.00 
Mary Klootwyk Apodagee 
D. J. Huizenga 2,000.00 


Once the patrons had possession of all the property, they hired 
the American Park Builders of Chicago to guide them in laying out and 
preparing athletic diamonds, tennis courts, golf course, and other 


recreational facilities. 33 


Other improvements such as a shelter house, park drives and 
equestrian paths were planned. By the time of the dedication, part of 
the forest had been cleared for use as a picnic ground, while another 


area had been left absolutely undisturbed in its natural state. > 


atid, 
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In 1930, a few years after the dedication, the clubhouse was 
built. In 1939, the swimming pool was constructed and in 1975, the 
Wicker Park Social Center was built.35 


Where did A. Murray Tummer and his group get the right to buy 
and develop the land for the township? Where did they get their 
authority to undertake anything so ambitious? How did they plan to 


get their investment back from the township? 


We have to remember that these were very ingenious men and very 
powerful in their commmities. They were use to getting their way. 
After Turner organized the Patrons of Wicker Park, and they decided 
what they wanted to do concerning a township park, they had to move 
swiftly. It was the begirming of January and the Indiana legislature 
would only be in session ten days longer. After adjournment, it 
would not meet for two years. Could the necessary legislation, that 
would give patrons authority to go ahead with their plans, be passed 
in so brief a period? 


A legislative lobby was hurriedly assembled. They found the- 
senators and representatives from Lake County in a receptive mood. 


Rarely has legislation found a smoother course, from proposal to 


passge. 36 


The bill was presented to the senate, January 14, 1926, and 
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referred to the senate committee on county and township business. Just 
four days later, Senator John Aldridge of Madison County, chairman of 
that committee, submitted a report recommending passage of the Wicker 
Park Bill. The report was accepted. On January 20, the bill was read 
a second time and ordered to engrossment to be called dow for a 


third reading and final passage vote. 37 


The bill created a township park board consisting of a township 
trustee and an advisory comittee.28 The bill also empowered the 
township to issue bonds for the purchase of the park that was to be 
the property of the entire township and to pay for the cost of the 


maintenance. 39 


pe 


It should be noted here, that its status as a memorial park was 
acquired by an enabling act which was introduced and sponsored in the 
1927 Indiana session of the legislature by the Lake County legislative 
delegation. The act, introduced by Senator James Nejitt of Whiting, 
was called the "Wicker Memorial Park Bill" and became law on February 
10, 1927.40 


After Mr. Tumer was made superintendent of the North Township 
board, a careful analysis was made and a township levy of one-mills was 


made. (This amounted to about a sixty cent tax on a house with a four 


2 ouek M. Piekarcyzk, Legal Authority for North Townshi: 
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thousand dollar assessed evaluation.) They believed this amount would 
be sufficient to pay for the park in not more than ten years and maintain 
it. It was interesting to discover when reading their report, that the 
township board felt that after the ten years the park would be self- 
supporting by establishing a fee for golf, etc, 41 


The park patrons, in that report to the people of North Township, 
said that besides the effect the park would have upon the people of the 
area, economically the entire park was worth more than ten times its 
total cost to the taxpayers because, in just two years, the value of the 


land had increased dramatically. 


The cost of buying and developing Wicker Park came toinder three 
hundred thousand dollars. 49 Today it would probably cost that much to 
study the feasability of such an undertaking. 


The goal had been accomplished. What A. Murray Tumer and the 
men working with him had achieved in two short years, was mind boggling. 


One week before the dedication, the deed to the Wicker Park property, 
held for two years by the Patrons, was formally assigned to North Township. 
The investment of the Patrons had been returned. They received neither 
commission nor profit.4 Wicker Memorial Park became one of the few 


township owed parks in the state.45 
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After the completion of the park, it was decided that there should 
be a formal dedication. A committee of eighty people, representing every 


commmnity in North Township, was appointed to plan the dedication.46 


The committee decided to go to Washington and invite President 
Calvin Coolidge to dedicate Wicker Park to the people of North Township 
who gave their lives for their country. This delegation was headed by 
Mayor Adrian Tinkham. 47 


When the delegation met with the President, he remarked to Mayor 

Tinkham, ''I have noted the growth of your district on my different en a 
Maybe because of that growth, he felt it politically advantageous to come 
to the Region, but whatever the reason, he agreed to dedicate Gickor Park 


on June 14, 1927.49 


The day of the dedication was a memorable one for the people of the 


Calumet Region. Local businesses were closed at noon. 2? 


Houses along 
the presidential route were decorated and people came from all over the 


Region to get a glance at their President .>/ 


The President and Mrs. Coolidge arrived at 3:00 P.M. and detrained 
at the Kennedy Avenue, East Chicago Wabash Line crossing. 


They were met by a large crowd. The Washington High School band 
greeted the President with "Hail to the Chief’. The President rode in an 
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open car with H.E. Sharrer, Chairman of the Wicker Park Dedication 
Committee, A. Murray Turner and Congressman Will R. Wood. It was 
estimated that one hundred and fifty thousand people from Hanmond, 
East Chicago, Whiting, Mmster, Lansing, Calumet City, Dyer, Scherer- 
ville and Gary lined up along Kennedy Avenue to the entrance of 
Wicker Park. 


Colonel Walter Riley was chairman of the traffic and police 
committee. He had approximately seven hundred and fifty men on duty. 
These men came from industry, the American Legion, Veterans of Foreign 


War and police departments from adjoining districts. >4 


ca 


Planes from local military bases circled in the air above. 
Loudspeaking equipment was installed to carry the President's words 
throughout the park and radio stations carried the address to the rest 


of the nation. 53 


The army and navy sent a contingency of military 
personnel, and they stood at attention at the entrance to the park so 
their Commander-in-Chief could review them. The army band from Fort 


Sheridan played at the dedication. 94 


The President spoke from a grandstand fifty by seventy feet wide, 
with a ved and white striped awning. It was from here that he dedicated 
Wicker Memorial Park.>° 

32 sedeah M. Piekarezyk, Dedication of the Wicker Memorial Park. 
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The President started his address by discussing the economic 
development of the Calumet Region. He said that a few short years ago 
the Region was an uninhabited land and today is a "great industrial 
metropolis.'' He said that its fame is reaching all over the world. He 
stated that the commmity was now sharing the rewards that advancing 
industry can bring. 


The President then went on to discuss all the different nationalities 


that make up the Region and the contributions made by them. 


The President then told of the patriotism of the people of this 
area and the great contribution they made during World War I., not only 
by sending 6,971 men to foreign soils, but by the whole industrial organiza- 
tion of the Region fumishing vast supplies, engineering and technical skills. 


After the war, the people of North Township needed to find a way to 
honor all those who served in any way, and particularly those who gave 
their lives. The President said they could not have found a mre fitting 
tribute than Wicker Memorial Park. Not only was it beautiful but the 
people of North Township would be able to enjoy it for years and years to 


come. 


4 


He praised the men responsible for the park, and said that not only 
is the park a war memorial, but an example of "practical idealism" pre- 


valent in the commmities of the Region. 


In concluding his speech, the President quoted froma letter he sent 
to A. Murray Turner: 


As the inhabitants of North Township repair to this 
park in years to come, as they are reinvigorated 

in body and mind by its use, as they are moved by 

the memory of the heroic deeds of those to whom it 

is dedicated, may they become partakers and promoters 
of a mre noble, more exalted and more inspired 
American life. 6 


Today there are two plaques at Wicker Park. One of them 
was placed there the day of the dedication. It is a tablet 
of cast bronze placed on a large boulder near the flagpole. 
It reads: 
Wicker Park 
A Living Memorial from 
The people of North 
Township to Those Heroes Lh 
Sons of Lake County a 
Who Gave Their Lives 
For the Glory of = 
Their Country Mf 
Dedicated June 14, 1927 
by Calvin Coolidge 


President of the United 
States of America. 57 


The other plaque, though not as prominent, hangs on the club- 
house. It lists the sixteen men who have made Wicker Memorial 
Park possible. In his address, the day of the dedication, the 
President said of these men: - 


A great deal of credit is due to the 
foresight and public enterprise of the sixteen 
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men who made this public benefaction 58 
possible and brought it to final success. 


These men, as we have stated earlier, decided they wanted 
something done, and went out and did it. They were helped by the 
fact that they were living in an age where the businessman had a 
lot of power and was not hampered by government regulations. Wicker 


Park is truly a tribute to these men and to a very unique era. 


58 
Ibid. 
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